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ABSTRACT

Darkest Before Dawn: The Social, Economic, and Political Change in Crystal City, Texas After
the Rise and Fall of the Raza Unida Party (December 2019)
Javier Alexis Martinez, B.A., Texas A&M International University, 2017
Chair of Committee: Dr. Andrew Hazelton

This thesis examines the consequences of the Raza Unida Party’s tenure in the 1970s in
Crystal City, Texas. Following the party’s demise in the beginning of the 1980s, Crystal City’s
social, political, and economic aspects were drastically changed by Raza Unida Party policies
during the decade prior. While many scholars have focused extensively on the rise and fall of the
Raza Unida Party itself, there is almost no study focusing solely on the consequences of its
policies in Crystal City. Did these policies improve the life of the party’s constituents in the
years that followed? This thesis will complete the picture of the legacy, if any, the Raza Unida
Party left behind, and will argue its policies served as a double-edged sword for the people of
Crystal City.
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CHAPTER I
BUTTERFLY EFFECT
During the civil rights activism of the 1960s and 1970s, the Chicano movement emerged
to fight for civil, political, and social rights for Mexican-Americans, primarily in the
southwestern states of California, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. “Chicanos” (as
Mexican-Americans would become known) in the United States mobilized politically under this
new movement, one that gave these individuals a new identity; a unique syncretism of both
Mexican and American cultures. Chicanos, the self-proclaimed “Raza de Bronce” (Bronze
people), declared they would remake their mythic homeland of Aztlan, as they struggled for
social and political rights. They referred to Aztlan as the ancestral land of the Aztec people, a
Native American group historically rooted in central Mexico.1 Aztlan, comprising much of the
southwestern states, became a concept Chicanos capitalized on to demonstrate they had a
primordial right to not only social and political rights, but to the land itself. Although the roots of
the Chicano movement lie in California, Mexican oppression by Anglos allowed the movement
to flourish in Texas as well. The Chicano movement, with its more militant demeanor,
experienced a greater rate of success for their peoples’ rights across political, social, and
economic lines than organizations from the Mexican-American generation.2 The Chicano
movement remains an integral part of the history of the Southwest and Latino Studies today, with
individuals such as Cesar Chavez, Mario Compeán, José Ángel Gutiérrez, Rodolfo Gonzáles,
and Dolores Huerta becoming central figures for research in contemporary Chicano Studies.
The Chicano identity helped Mexican-Americans mobilize in their pursuit of civil rights
across the American Southwest, and, as pertains to this study, especially in Crystal City, where
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movement energies led to a third-party challenge by the Raza Unida Party (RUP). The rise of the
RUP resulted from the ineffectiveness of the Democratic and Republican parties in adequately
representing the Chicano community, especially in a setting like Crystal City where Chicanos
were the victims of racial discrimination. Like other civil rights campaigns, the party fought
conformity, similar to the counter-culture movement and Black Panthers. The Chicano label
provided a cohesive identity for Mexican-Americans enduring similar discriminatory practices,
as it shaped their organizational process and their ultimate goals. A product of the greater
Chicano movement, the RUP emerged in Crystal City because of discriminatory practices
against Mexicans. Like many other communities in South Texas, Crystal City was a hostile
environment for Mexicans due to firm Anglo control of the school board, city council, and even
broader Zavala County politics, where Crystal City is located.
The RUP emerged amid a 1969 walkout by Crystal City High School students, who were
soon joined by residents. More than 1,700 students and local residents participated in the
walkout; uniting in common cause to improve their lives in Crystal City.3 The RUP, mobilized
through Mexican protest, next moved to fight the Anglo-dominated political and social systems.
Experiencing success at the local level almost immediately after its emergence, the RUP quickly
changed the political and social reality of Crystal City, and the effects of the party’s tenure
resonate in the city to this day. RUP politicians first made their mark in local politics in 1970,
winning seats in the city council and on the school board.4 The RUP maintained its firm grip on
Crystal City politics well into 1976, until internal divisions and scandals began to undermine the
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party.5 While the party enjoyed a successful spell during the 1970s, the post-RUP years in
Crystal City politics have not been thoroughly examined, despite the significant scholarly work
on the Chicano movement, the RUP, and its impacts in Crystal City.
This thesis examines the legacies of the RUP in Crystal City by studying social,
economic, and political change from the 1970s into the 1980s and beyond. It argues that the
party acted as a double-edged sword that undermined its own success. The benefits of the RUP
and the changes it brought upon Crystal City outweigh the costs; however, some of the party’s
policies negatively affected Crystal City following its demise. Although the RUP lifted several
burdens on Chicanos during the 1970s, its policies were not as effective in the following decade.
As a result, the legacy of the RUP is often met with mixed sentiment today. Studying the postRUP years in Crystal City helps us examine the bittersweet success of its political revolution.
The organization of the final study is as follows. The present chapter includes a brief
introduction to the Chicano movement and its relation to the RUP in Crystal City, as well as a
literature review. This contextualizes my research in the existing historiography. This section
will examine what has been studied, how that research informs this work, and how my study
contributes to the field.
The second chapter covers the history of racial prejudice and discrimination towards
ethnic Mexicans in parts of Texas resulting from the Texas Revolution and the MexicanAmerican War, all leading to the complex relations between Anglos and Mexicans in Crystal
City. This chapter also examines the control Anglos had over politics in Crystal City and how
Mexicans suffered because of it. Life at Crystal City High School is explored, with an emphasis
on racial discrimination. Mexican students were often banned from joining certain teams/clubs
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and were punished for speaking Spanish. Students at this high school launched a walkout that
became a mass political movement, subsequently drawing national coverage. In the process, a
long-festering problem finally began to receive adequate attention.
The third chapter concentrates on the role of the Chicano Movement in Crystal City in a
broader context, with a specific focus on the RUP. The ways in which discrimination eventually
generated the party are described, as is the role of the Mexican-American Youth Organization
(MAYO) as a precursor to the party. The chapter also explores how the RUP made social and
political changes to the education system in Crystal City. It concludes with the various factors
leading to the fall of popularity and subsequent demise of the party.
The fourth chapter pushes the bounds of the existing scholarship by examining the social,
economic, and political changes in Crystal City following the demise of the RUP. There are
many questions as to what legacy the RUP left behind. How different was Crystal City in the
1980s compared to the 1970s? What did the movement and the party accomplish? The party’s
rise shielded Mexicans from much of the discrimination they endured previously, especially
during their electoral successes. However, there were unintended consequences resulting from
the movement that complicate its achievements. My research explains what legacy remained in
Crystal City in the post-RUP years. The fifth chapter concludes the thesis by summarizing major
arguments, research findings, and final thoughts from the research.
The story of how Chicanos fought against injustice, however, begins with the struggle
between Anglos and Mexicans to coexist in Texas. Although Texas was the original home for
many Mexicans, their status declined as Anglos migrated to the region in the decade before the
Texas Revolution. Montejano’s Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas 1836-1986 remains
the starting point for discussions of the complex relationship between Mexicans and Anglos in

5

Texas. Montejano begins with the roots of Anglo-Mexican hostilities in the late 1830s - tracing
the evolution of the relationship between the two groups into more contemporary times.
Montejano’s study is divided into four different parts. The first part, “Integration,” details the
initial physical hostilities between Mexicans and Anglos. Both the Texas Revolution and the
Mexican-American War painted all Mexicans as the enemy of the white man. This historical
period describes Texas becoming part of the United States, pushing the state further to complete
Anglo control. “Reconstruction” examines the dismantling of a Mexican economic and political
system in Texas. Anglos making their way from the Midwest and the South quickly dominated
these two spheres in the state, subduing Mexicans in the process. At the same time, Mexicans
were immigrating to Texas from Northern Mexico. A variety of push and pull factors, which will
be detailed later in this study, motivated Mexicans to migrate north in search of better economic
opportunities. As a result of ethnic conflict, Mexicans resorted to working menial jobs, even
those who had once enjoyed the luxury of being landowners and merchants.6
“Segregation” deals with the Mexican struggle of everyday life under “Juan Crow.” The
term originates from "Jim Crow,” the era in which African-Americans were segregated from
white society. Ethnic Mexicans, too, experienced their share of segregation along social,
political, and educational lines. In most communities, Mexicans were completely ostracized from
white society, mirroring the Jim Crow experience of African-Americans in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. After consolidating political control, Anglos barred Mexicans from
equal education and social rights and opportunities. Mexican residents were confined to
segregated slums in undesirable parts of various communities without sufficient sanitation,
water, and sewer services, leading to high rates of disease. Finally, “Integration” offers a
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contemporary account of Mexican-Anglo relations. From 1940-1986, Mexicans organized and
agitated to begin their fight against discrimination. Among these was the RUP.7
Like Montejano’s work, Douglas E. Foley’s From Peones to Politicos: Class and
Ethnicity in a South Texas Town 1900–1987 is divided into eras that periodize Mexican
experience in Texas into the following: The Rancho Era (1900 – 1930), the Colonia Era (1930 1970), and the Contemporary Era (1970 – 1987). Each period marked a distinction in MexicanAnglo relations in Texas, which like Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, describes the
major effects on Mexican conditions in Texas as social and political conditions changed. Foley’s
work includes events from as early as the 1900s, to the crucial 1970s, the latter featuring a
variety of Mexican civil rights organizations across the Southwest. In their respective works,
Foley’s Colonia Era and Montejano’s “Integration” section both explain the height of Anglo
political and social oppression, but most importantly, they highlight the major responses by the
Mexican community. Both authors show the social and political climate of Texas, and why
Mexicans began to mobilize to challenge the status quo. Montejano and Foley provide the reader
with the greater context of Mexican-Anglo relations in Texas, laying the groundwork to
understand why a social movement emerged to transform the relationship.8
Juan Gomez Quiñones is the author of Chicano Politics: Reality & Promise 1940-1990.
Shifting from the previous two sources, this work focuses on the Chicano movement, including
its origins, the new Chicano organizations, and how the movement fared once the success wave
of the 1960s and early 1970s came to an end. His work situates the rise of the RUP as a
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byproduct of the broader Chicano movement. The ways in which the RUP split votes from the
Democratic Party, especially during the latter half of the 1970s, are also described.9
Youth, Identity, Power, by UC Berkeley professor emeritus and Chicano movement
veteran Carlos Muñoz, also focuses on the broader Chicano movement. Muñoz describes the
shift of Mexican-American “label” organizations from the 1940s, to the rise of a new Chicano
generation he partook in. Muñoz details how the Chicano movement emerged from the student
movement in California, and how strong the new nationalistic movement came to be. Most
importantly, Muñoz makes a detailed examination of the RUP’s rise, much like Quiñones in
Chicano Politics. He probes into the ideological differences between different chapters of the
RUP, particularly party infighting in Crystal City beginning in 1976, a factor Muñoz attributes to
its decline.10
José Ángel Gutiérrez provides the foundational perspective on the fight against injustice
in Crystal City. His contributions to the field are supplemented by the scholarly literature done
by individuals such as Armando Molina, John Shockley, Armando Navarro, and Armando
Trujillo. Unlike Montejano and Foley, who “set the stage” by describing the rise of the Chicano
movement and its organizations, these scholars focus more on the details of the rise and fall of
the RUP. Beyond his own autobiography, Gutiérrez’s works highlight the contributions of
prominent RUP leaders in the Chicano movement. His biography of Severita Lara, We Won’t
Back Down: Severita Lara’s Rise from Student Leader to Mayor, is one of his most notable
works. It is one of the few studies providing, not only the early beginnings of the famous 1969
Crystal City walkout, but also a brief history of the post-RUP setting in Crystal City. Gutiérrez’s
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biography of Lara demonstrates the struggles of Mexicans in the United States and highlights the
rise of a RUP member whose political career took off after the 1970s, as well as the new
challenges that arose after a wave of Chicano empowerment. The chapter on the famous Crystal
City High School walkout of 1969 remains pivotal in the scholarly field. This event translated
into political clout for Lara, making her name known in the fight against injustice. We Won’t
Back Down offers a small glimpse of 1980s politics in Crystal City and how the how politics
evolved after the fall of the RUP, which left a void in Crystal City. The book showcases a battle
for a new generation of Mexicans looking to fill that void in a completely different political
setting.11
Armando Navarro, a professor of ethnic studies at the University of California –
Riverside, is another Chicano movement scholar whose work has examined Crystal City politics
and its Chicano history. Among his many works are The Cristal Experiment: A Chicano Struggle
for Community Control, and La Raza Unida Party: A Chicano Challenge to the U.S. Two-Party
Dictatorship. I rely on the former for this study. Navarro’s book provides an in-depth view of
Crystal City and its social movement. Unlike We Won’t Back Down, which places more of an
emphasis on the political sphere of Severita Lara after the downfall of the RUP, Cristal
Experiment focuses on the politics of Crystal City prior to and during the RUP tenure. The book
expertly explains the rise and the fall of the RUP in the city and county. Navarro also examines
many of the changes enacted by the party. The biography of Lara only briefly touches on the
RUP, despite her being the initial force spurring creation of the student movement. Although an
ambitious examination, the “Revolution Through Education” chapter of Navarro’s book lacks
crucial information. Navarro attempts to examine the RUP’s educational changes while it was
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still in power. It is arguably one of the most important aspects of the RUP’s platform since the
implemented changes lasted well into the 1970s and beyond. Navarro writes on the several
phases of education reform enacted by RUP members upon taking control of the school board.12
This thesis elaborates on Navarro’s claims of unjust treatment by exploring how Anglos
suppressed Mexicans in the classroom and in extracurricular activities. The thesis will explore
the academic privileges for Anglo students prior to the Chicano movement’s arrival in Crystal
City, as well as the changes implemented by the student movement and the RUP.13
John Staples Shockley is the author of another crucial work for this study, Chicano
Revolt in a Texas Town. It details the early days of Chicano mobilization and the RUP in Crystal
City. Shockley’s work, like Navarro’s, begins by showcasing prejudice in Crystal City. He
discusses Los Cinco, a group of prominent Mexican-Americans who gave rise to the Mexican
American Youth Organization, an organization that set out to mobilize Mexicans to fight for
equality. Shockley’s work provides the setting of Crystal City before the RUP existed, much like
Navarro’s work. Here, Shockley again examines the 1963 revolt with particular emphasis on
Anglo hostility. The limitation of Shockley’s work, however, is its datedness. He only details the
first year of Raza Unida rule, which initiated their temporary successes. In 1974, the year The
Cristal Experiment was published, the RUP had not yet experienced most of its defeats, making
it necessarily incomplete. In his conclusion, Shockley argues that Crystal City would progress as
the RUP’s power consolidated, unaware of the problems and difficulties both the city and the
party would soon face. This thesis explores the remaining tumultuous decade the party and
Crystal City experienced after 1974, highlighting both their successes and the unintended
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consequences of their policies in Crystal City. Moreover, this thesis examines many of the
factors leading to the decline of the RUP, bearing the questions of Quiñones and Muñoz in
mind.14
United We Win: The Rise and Fall of the Raza Unida Party provides an additional
perspective on the rise of the RUP. Written by Ignacio M. García, a professor at Brigham Young
University who focuses on the history and politics of Mexican-Americans, United We Win
establishes a timeline of the RUP from its early days to its ultimate demise in the late 1970s.
Like Shockley, García describes the early days of Los Cinco and MAYO. These two different
Mexican-American organizations served as predecessors to the RUP, according to García. As a
preceding organization before the creation of the RUP, we can consider MAYO’s role as a “trial”
that more adequately prepared Gutiérrez, Compeán, and other activists, for a more structured
political revolution. García goes on to describe the successes and setbacks for the party
throughout the 1970s before describing the events leading to the RUP’s downfall. Although the
book was published in 1989, García does not detail how the 1980s unfolded for Mexicans in
Crystal City. Referring to RUP’s legacies, García vaguely states that the party opened the stage
of American politics to Mexicans. That aside, García ignores how the party and Chicano
movement impacted the city for subsequent generations.15 This thesis explores the social and
political impact of the RUP in the 1980s and beyond, explaining if involvement in politics was
instrumental in improving Mexicans’ standing in society.16
A professor at the University of Texas – San Antonio, Armando Trujillo’s Chicano
Empowerment and Bilingual Education focuses on a much different aspect of Crystal City -- its
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education. It specifically addresses the development of bilingual education, its implementation,
and subsequent policy changes in Crystal City. Although focusing primarily on the 1960s and
1970s, Trujillo also describes the reception and impact of some educational reforms in the 1980s.
Trujillo examines bilingual education in Crystal City, an initiative intended to nurture and
maintain a Chicano identity that the United States had long suppressed. Trujillo’s work perfectly
complements and elaborates on the “Revolution Through Education” chapter in Navarro’s The
Cristal Experiment. Unlike Navarro, however, Trujillo provides an examination of how
education changed, even after the RUP days. The reforms and their impacts are described both
during and after the heyday of the party’s rule. Trujillo examines the different perspectives of
community members, parents, and educators regarding the implemented reforms. One of these,
bilingual education reform, which would ultimately be crucial to the survival of an effective
bilingual program in the long run, is also emphasized here. Trujillo’s work on education reform
throughout the 1970s and 1980s provide an analysis of significant and lasting social change that
the RUP enacted for Chicanos in Crystal City. Examining those changes subsequently will lead
readers to question these educational reforms as either successes or failures for Chicanos in
Crystal City.17
This thesis uncovers the mixed legacy of the RUP in Crystal City after examining the
radical changes enacted by the party at the social, political, and economic levels. The party
undoubtedly left its imprint in Crystal City, with the town itself reflecting RUP’s changes to this
day. Some policies fared better than others, and this study illuminates these polices’ effects, both
positive and negative.
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A Note on Terminology
Throughout this thesis, I use several terms to describe different groups of people. For
instance, in the beginning I use the terms “ethnic Mexicans” or simply “Mexicans,”
interchangeably to refer to Mexican nationals and Americans of Mexican descent. In the
historical context of South Texas, white Americans saw no distinction between Mexican
Americans and Mexican immigrants, and they collapsed both into the ethno-racial “Mexican”
other. When discussing the Chicano movement and the RUP, I transition to the word “Chicano”
to describe ethnic Mexicans supportive of the movement. This situates the term within the
Chicano movement historical context of the late 1960s and 1970s. Even in the final chapter of
this thesis, “Chicano” is the term I use for ethnic Mexicans supportive of the movement, only if
the context discussed is situated between the late 1960s to1980. Ethnic Mexicans who did not
identify with the Chicano movement are referred to as “Mexican-American” in this same
historical context. For the post-Raza Unida/Chicano movements in the 1980s, any individual of
Mexican origin, regardless of nationality, are referred to as “Hispanic.” This helps demonstrate
the end of the Chicano movement and introduces a new national identity in the 1980s and
onward. Lastly, white European-Americans are referred to as “Anglos” for this study.
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CHAPTER II
IF TOMORROW’S NOT HERE

Origins
To understand the unequitable treatment Mexicans suffered in Crystal City, we must first
examine the history of how they as an ethnic group came to be subjugated by Anglos across
Texas. The roots of racial tensions between ethnic Mexicans and Anglos in Texas stem from two
major wars: The Texas Revolution and the Mexican-American War.18 Most Anglos, or
“Texians” as they identified themselves during the Texas Revolution (1835-1836), believed they
had “liberated” Texas from the carefree, degenerate, depraved, and purposelessly indolent
Mexican people, planting the seeds for anti-Mexican sentiment in the process.19 The Republic of
Texas that followed (1836-1845) marked two contrasting experiences for Texians and ethnic
Mexicans, or Tejanos in this context. For the former, freedom finally had been achieved, and
they felt entitled to the land for which they had fought. Most Tejanos, however, saw it as a loss,
except for a select few fighting for the Texian cause. Mexico lost control of Texas (although it
was disputed until the Mexican-American War), meaning Tejanos lost their reliance on the
Mexican government for protection and aid. After the Texas Revolution, Texians quickly
subjugated Tejano communities. Unsurprisingly, Texians targeted those Tejanos living closest to
their own settlements along the Guadalupe and San Antonio Rivers, including the communities
of San Patricio, Goliad, Refugio, and Victoria. Most Tejanos were quickly expelled from their
settlements or killed, while places like Goliad were completely destroyed. 20
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In East Texas, the pattern was similar. Tejanos suffered random dispossession of land and
were continuously robbed of their belongings, including grain and livestock.21 This subsequently
led to over one hundred Tejano families fleeing the old Nacogdoches settlement.22 Even
privileged Tejanos, both of aristocratic standing and those fighting for the Texian cause, were not
spared in the hostile wave of Texian retaliation. To most Texians, all Mexicans were bad
Mexicans.23 Juan Seguín, captain of the Texas army and leader of the Tejano forces at the Battle
of San Jacinto, and his family fled to Mexico from San Antonio in 1842 due to Texian
intimidation and death threats.24 It seemed, like many instances in history, that the biggest crime
committed by the victims of the Texas Revolution was being Mexican.
Prior to the Mexican-American War, several events led to flaring tensions between Texas
and Mexico. The Mexican government never recognized Texas independence, vowing to retake
its lost province sooner rather than later. Both governments clashed on the issue of the legitimate
Texas boundary, flaming the mutual hatred. After the Texas Revolution, Mexico claimed that its
sovereignty extended all the way to the Nueces River. The Texans, however, claimed the border
between themselves and Mexico started at the Rio Grande. The Texas government
commissioned a military expedition to Santa Fe in 1841 to “liberate it” from Mexican rule. The
force was captured by the Mexican government, marched to Mexico City, and subsequently
imprisoned.25 In a similar event the following year, another Texas expedition crossed the Rio
Grande setting out to invade Mexico before being captured in the Mexican town of Mier. This
Texan expedition was also imprisoned in Mexico City, with stories of cruel treatment by
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Mexican authorities, in particular the infamous “Black Bean Episode,” fueling mutual hatred
between Anglos and Mexicans.26 Moreover, the United States annexed Texas as a state in 1845,
threatening war with Mexico. The “Thornton Affair,” an event in which an American Army
outpost was attacked by Mexican forces in disputed territory, started the Mexican-American War
in 1846. After two years of warfare, the United States decisively defeated Mexico, an event that
increased the territory of the United States at the cost of Mexican land.
However, the end of the Mexican-American War in 1848 and the signing of the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo, only made the situation worse for ethnic Mexicans living in Texas. By this
point, they were often referred to as plotters of insurrections or as peons (lower-class peasants)
who stole horses. Overall, Anglos depicted them as a social nuisance.27 Anglos drove ethnic
Mexicans out of communities in Central and Southeast Texas.28 This included Austin in 1853
and 1855, Seguín in 1854, and the counties of Colorado and Matagorda in 1856.29 Anglos
justified their expulsion of Mexicans from Matagorda County by alleging that Mexicans stole
horses and spent their time hanging around plantations marrying the “likeliest negro girls” before
running off to Mexico.30
Although Anglo migration primarily occurred after the Mexican-American War, its peak
occurred after the Civil War. After the Texas Revolution and the Mexican-American War and
their one-sided treaties, ethnic Mexicans in Texas became vulnerable to Anglo rule. Most of the
communities where ethnic Mexicans underwent expulsion were now dominated by Anglo
political and economic systems. By 1850, Anglos made up approximately 72.5 percent of the
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Texas population.31 They exercised the advantages of the language and law against the few
Mexicans remaining in east and central Texas. Not all ethnic Mexicans were directly forced out
of their land through violence, however. Anglo county judges and sheriffs undeniably played a
role in Mexican land expropriation, especially when conducting “business” with the latter. A few
politically astute ethnic Mexicans managed to survive the Anglo terror through positions as
wealthy landowners and government officials.32 For most of the ethnic Mexican population,
though, their fate was met one of two ways: either they lost their lands and fled to their
“homeland” (Mexico), or they remained as landless laborers, ready to endure a life of despair at
the hand of Anglo subjugation in east and central Texas.
By the 1880s, most local Anglo economic systems rested on a base of farming and
ranching. This translated to a period of coexistence between Mexicans and Anglos, a system
where both demographic groups relied on one another economically. In South Texas,
unemployed Mexicans would now seek employment as vaqueros (cowboys) and wage laborers
on large farms.33 Anglo Patrones (bosses) took on a paternalistic role when they began “taking
care” of their workers, and large communities of ethnic Mexican workers were soon formed on
Anglo lands. Mexican laborers shopped for necessities such as work tools, clothing, and canned
goods in community stores – usually belonging to the patron – or other Anglo merchants.
In an unorthodox way, Anglo patrones and their workers lived in harmony--not because
they respected each other, but because they respected the hierarchy of the emerging farm society.
A new wave of Anglo settlers made their way to South Texas from the Midwest and South
around the early 1900s, quickly clashing with the already established Anglos. The newly arrived
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settlers, appalled at the “half-civilized” world of Anglo and ethnic Mexican coexistence, vowed
to become the “builders of a modern civilized society.” The struggle between old and new
Anglos rested in wanting to control county governments, specifically to possess the power of the
provision of public services and tax assessment and collection.34 Slowly but surely, new Anglos
dismantled the political and social systems established by the old timers through elections. The
system of “peace” between the old Anglo patrones and ethnic Mexicans deteriorated soon
enough.35
Blatant oppression soon permeated Texas cities, even those where Anglos were the ethnic
minority. Through “Juan Crow” reforms to the political process and the consolidation of control
over the ranching and farming economies, Anglos soon subdued the Mexican population. The
relation between both ethnic groups grew more complex with the recent arrival of Mexican
immigrants seeking economic opportunity. Soon, many jobless ethnic Mexicans were segregated
to slum barrios, where they lived in abhorrent conditions. Juan Crow measures stripped ethnic
Mexicans of their rights as citizens in the newly created social and political systems. Violence
against ethnic Mexicans became all too common, even at the turn of the twentieth century.36
Twentieth-Century Discrimination
By the twentieth century, the new Anglo stock had altered the South Texas ranching
economy into a commercialized agricultural region. Large-scale production of vegetables and
cotton became common in places like the Rio Grande Valley, converting the area to an
agricultural gem. Moreover, by the early 1920s, large cotton farms (usually from 500 to 1000
acres large) began to dominate the area.37 Primarily as a result of the Mexican Revolution, a
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sizeable influx of Mexican nationals made their way to Texas at the turn of the twentieth century.
The booming agricultural business attracted a rich source of labor. As a specific pull factor,
Anglo ranchers and farm owners encouraged labor migration.38 As Shockley writes, “Mexicans
were encouraged to come into the area, the more the better, because it tended to depress wages
and also insure that the farms would have plenty of people to perform stoop labor.”39 Regardless
of harsh treatment and working conditions, there was still an abundance of Mexican laborers.
Racist attitudes and violence against ethnic Mexicans failed to subside in the 1900s, and
in many cases, it only grew more brazen compared to the nineteenth century. Numerous modern
accounts bring to light the prejudicial attitudes exhibited by Anglos towards ethnic Mexicans
even in the modern era. Like the beginning stages of prejudice, Anglo-dominated law systems
helped structure these atrocities as well, as the government institutionalized white supremacy.
The Texas Rangers, often portrayed as the heroic epitome of bravery and valor, practiced
unparalleled anti-Mexican violence. José Ángel Gutiérrez considers the years 1835-1935 as a
century of Ranger frontier violence against “hundreds of thousands of innocent Mexican
children, women, and men.”40 The Rangers were also infamous for “policing” Mexicans in small
Texas towns through their presence alone and intimidation tactics.41 According to author
Arnoldo De Leon, “The Rangers’ persecution of Mexicans remains largely an undocumented
story, partly because Ranger records are not easily accessible to researchers.”42 Anglo civilians,
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José Ángel Gutiérrez, The Making of a Chicano Militant: Lessons from Cristal, (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1998), 17.
41
Ibid., 49.
42
De Leon, They Called them Greasers, 76.
38

19

without the risk of persecution by the law in a white-dominated society, also engaged heavily in
anti-Mexican violence.
Author Monica Muñoz Martínez writes about one particularly disturbing event revolving
around the gruesome murder of a man in Rock Springs, Texas. Antonio Rodríguez, a Mexican
national, was accused of murdering Effie Greer Henderson in November 1910. After he was
arrested by authorities a day later, Rodríguez was placed in the Edwards County jail, located on
the town square of Rock Springs.43 That same afternoon, a mob of Anglos stormed the jail,
encountering only token opposition from officials, dragged Rodríguez out and marched him to
the edge of town. Rodríguez was tied to a mesquite tree, encircled with limbs of dry cedar, and,
with the help of kerosene, the townspeople burned him alive. Although Anglos justified their
actions as swift justice, no concrete evidence ever proved Rodríguez’s guilt. If Anglos were so
sure of his guilt, why did they resort to mob violence instead of allowing the courts to handle the
matter? Of course, we can infer many members of the mob acted with the notion that they
themselves would not suffer the repercussions of their actions because Rodríguez was ethnically
Mexican. Rodríguez’s lynching became the subject of national and international press coverage.
English-language newspapers around Texas and the United States quickly justified the murder of
Rodríguez as a form of defense against “bandits” who endangered Anglo property, finances, and
livestock. However, Spanish-language newspapers, especially in Texas and Mexico, condemned
the mob violence and highlighted the racism permeating American society.44
Discrimination was not always in the form of violence, however. Many Anglos in Texas
towns enacted Juan Crow Laws. Towns often consisted of ethnic Mexicans living in barrios,
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slums in undesirable conditions. Furthermore, ethnic Mexicans were limited to their own shops,
schools, and recreational spaces. Social interaction between Anglos and Mexicans beyond
employment relations was rare, and often ended in violence at times. Many social spaces were
off limits to ethnic Mexicans. They knew where to be and when to be there. Few, however,
contested these segregated norms, at least in the first half of the twentieth century.
Crystal City
Crystal City, the self-proclaimed “Spinach Capital of the United States,” fit the pattern of
ethnic Mexicans living in Texas. Marc Simon Rodríguez describes the origins of Crystal City in
the following way: “From its establishment in 1907 from the culled-together remains of the
Cross-S Ranch, a property built by combining unperfected Spanish grants in Zavala County,
Crystal City grew as two cities, one Anglo and the other Mexican.”45
Figure 1. Popeye statue in Crystal
City, a symbol of the city’s success
in the spinach industry. The statue
was erected in 1937. (Photo by
author).
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Crystal City demographics shifted drastically with the large influx of Mexican nationals in the
early twentieth century, which happened for two major reasons: 1) They fled the violence of the
Mexican Revolution after 1910, and 2) Mexican migrant workers increasingly came to Crystal
City as one of the
anchoring towns of the
Winter Garden region, an
area known for producing
winter vegetables during
the farming boom between
1920-1930.46 By the

Figure 2. A layout of the old Japanese internment camp in Crystal City during WWII.
Many of its old buildings became schools for Mexicans in the city. (Photo by author).

1960s, ethnic Mexicans were the majority in the city, but they suffered political disfranchisement
and social exclusion. No ethnic Mexicans served in government, and major political, economic,
and social institutions worked to benefit Anglos, especially during disputes with ethnic Mexican
residents.
Moreover, Mexican children suffered from segregation and discriminatory practices at
schools from elementary school until the high school level. Mexican parents were aware of the
challenges their children would face attending schools where they would not be an educational
priority. Ethnic Mexicans initially attended elementary and middle school in a building that
served as an old Japanese internment camp during the 1940s.47 Most of the camp guards and
employees had become school personnel at these schools. These individuals had a “tough
mindset, and attitude,” and as one may infer, most teachers and staff lacked the adequate training
and requirements to work in a school setting.
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Anglos attended better facilities during their elementary years up until the opening of
Sterling Fly Jr High, the first integrated Mexican/Anglo school in Crystal City. Despite being in
the same building, Anglos still enjoyed certain privileges. For instance, although the school
contained a fully functioning A/C system, only Anglos were entitled to this luxury. In the
integrated high school, treatment was rarely any different. Ethnic Mexicans were not allowed to
speak Spanish at school, despite it being their main language at home. Extracurricular activities
also were extremely segregated; few ethnic Mexicans were granted permission to participate.
Moreover, Gutiérrez recalls certain teachers would openly express their biases towards ethnic
Mexican students. He recalls a few teachers expressing their anti-Mexican sentiment with
statements such as, “I don’t like you Mexicans, but I will still teach you all because that is my
job,” and “Make sure you all [Mexicans] don’t get close to me.”48
Figure 3. Sterling H. Fly Jr.
High, the first integrated
school in the city. The school
has been relocated to where
the old Crystal City High
School stood and is currently
being remodeled. (Photo by
author).

Like other towns and cities throughout Texas, ethnic Mexicans and Anglos rarely
coexisted peacefully in Crystal City. Here, ethnic Mexicans resided in the barrios west of the
railroad tracks, while Anglos inhabited the north side of town, which was the more affluent part
of the town. Interactions between the two groups, although not common, at times ended in
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violence. For instance, Gutiérrez tells the story of one of his classmates Eusebio Salínas. Salínas
had an ongoing relationship with one of his female Anglo classmates. When the girl’s father
found out about the relationship, he swore to kill Salínas. After threats and discussion between
both families, Salínas was spared. Furthermore, Gutiérrez recalls the railroad tracks as a popular
spot of Anglo-Mexican physical violence. When asked if police usually stepped in to stop these
altercations, Gutiérrez responded “Yes…to arrest us [Mexicans]!”
Other more gruesome acts of anti-Mexican hatred were also common in Crystal City.
Gutiérrez recalls the number of times fellow Mexicans rang his doorbell at unconventional hours.
Not only was Gutiérrez’s father a doctor, he was the “Mexican doctor,” meaning he was the only
one who treated ethnic Mexicans in the city. Gutiérrez recalls that individuals would show up
pleading for his father and his services as a doctor at all hours of the night. These individuals
usually arrived bloodied, beaten, shot, stabbed, and in the most unfortunate circumstances,
already dead before the door was open.49 These situations highlight some of the more extreme
forms of violence towards ethnic Mexicans in the city. Not only did they suffer violence at the
hands of Anglos, but Gutiérrez’s father was the only person willing and able to render care, since
no Anglo doctors in the city would treat ethnic Mexican patients.
Mobilizing in Crystal City
By the time of the new city council elections in 1963, the Teamsters, a well-known labor
union, paired up with the Political Association of Spanish Speaking Organizations (PASSO) to
vouch for and endorse a select group of ethnic Mexicans who would challenge local Anglo
incumbents for city council seats alongside the Teamsters’ effort to organize the Del Monte
packing plant and local farmworkers. This new coalition mobilized eligible ethnic Mexicans in
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Crystal City to exercise their right to vote. Strategies included poll tax drives, block walking, and
fundraisers to get the word out. Once the polls closed, the results took everyone by surprise. For
the first time since 1848, the same year the southwestern United States was acquired from
Mexico, Mexicans seized power in an Anglo-controlled city.50 Not only did ethnic Mexicans win
positions on the city council election, but all five Anglo incumbents had been swept out of
office.51 The combined efforts of PASSO and The Teamsters proved worthwhile, and the
Mexican population saw a glimmer of hope in Crystal City. Although ethnic Mexicans were
elated with the results, Anglos would not accept defeat, since this subsequently led to their loss
of control and influence in the city. Although political power had shifted to Mexicans, Anglos
still held most economic power, and they plotted to take back the council.52
By 1965, the power, enthusiasm, and momentum garnered by ethnic Mexicans over the
last two years was broken. They lost positions to Anglos in the 1965 election cycle. The
momentum and strategies enacted by the Teamsters and PASSO were not successfully
replicated, resulting in a loss of political influence and power. Scholars agree that the 1965
election cycle for Mexicans was not supported by outside assistance and support as it was in
1963. Political inexperience by the local Mexican population and infighting among members of
the 1963 government subsequently led to the failure of the 1963 revolt two years later.53 Anglos
saw the 1963 Crystal City council elections as Mexican rebellion, but ethnic Mexicans saw it as
a political revolution. The best way to acquire rights and fair treatment from mainstream society
was to achieve power and then proceed to change the system from the top, through the Anglos’
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own political game. Although short-lived, this “first revolt” served as a model for future Mexican
political mobilization in the city, as well as providing hope that political victories were possible.
After 1965, Crystal City remained the same segregated society where Anglos enjoyed a higher
quality of life and where ethnic Mexicans still endured discrimination in schools and public
settings. It was not until 1969 that the face of Crystal City politics changed forever.
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CHAPTER III
THE PARTY & THE AFTER PARTY
Power to the Students
As tensions between Mexicans and Anglos intensified in Crystal City, high school
students soon emerged to resume the fight against the Anglo establishment. Mexican students
endured a hard time in Crystal City High School in the 1960s. Discrimination came in various
forms, both in and out of the classroom. Anglo teachers, the majority in Crystal City High
School, openly voiced their dislike for Mexican students. During class, teachers avoided calling
upon Mexican students because Anglos preferred not to interact with Mexicans.54 Other teachers
explicitly advised Mexican students to “stay away from them.”55 Mexicans also faced the erasure
of their culture in the classroom, where speaking Spanish was forbidden. Common punishments
for speaking Spanish included a paddling, or a slap across the mouth and face.56 Despite illtreatment from Anglo teachers, the few Mexican teachers at the school treated students more
sympathetically. Although these teachers knew about the injustices committed by Anglo
coworkers, they never spoke up out of fear of reprisals. They did not wield as much influence,
power, or respect as Anglo teachers.
Extracurricular activities were also riddled with racial discrimination. Poverty kept many
Mexican students from joining extracurricular activities, since they often required students to
purchase equipment and other materials.57 As a result, Anglos dominated most of the high school
clubs and sports in Crystal City High School during the 1950s and 1960s. For instance, Mexicans
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who wanted to join the tennis team were hampered by obstacles like buying a tennis racquet.
Most Mexican families took their economic standing into consideration and opted not to spend
money on what they considered an unnecessary or unaffordable expense. The tennis team thus
was dominated by Anglo students, presenting a significant social barrier to Mexicans hoping to
join, which only reinforced the racial divide. Mexican students in the marching band also felt
repercussions from blatant discrimination. The school maintained segregated marching bands,
one Mexican and the other Anglo. When the Anglo band received new uniforms, the Mexican
band got the Anglos’ hand-me-downs.58 Even choosing annual “class favorites” discriminated
against Mexicans. Despite the school population being roughly 85% Mexican and 15% Anglo in
the late 1960s, Anglos prevailed in most categories, including “most beautiful,” “most
handsome,” and “most popular.”59
Unfair treatment in the school’s cheerleading team, however, finally forced Mexican
students to speak out against Anglo discrimination. This high-profile instance of discrimination
was one of Crystal City’s most infamous events. Tradition dictated that the cheerleading team of
four should be composed of one Mexican and three Anglo students. In 1969, two “Anglo” spots
on the cheerleading team were vacated, and the school principal told Mexican students that they
those spots would not be opened to Mexicans, as they still had one from the community on the
team. The school board further imposed a requirement stating that any candidate for cheerleading
must have had at least one parent who graduated from high school, which automatically
disqualified most Mexicans.60 This was one of the many ways Mexicans were deliberately kept
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at the bottom. At a time when most South Texas Mexicans relied wholly or partly on migrant
farm work for subsistence, having a parent with a high school education was rare.
Blanca Treviño, one of the few Mexican cheerleaders at Crystal City in 1969, contacted
the school’s superintendent, since the school’s principal proved to be unreceptive to student
concerns.61 Treviño threatened to publicly denounce the school and stage a walkout. To much
surprise, after holding talks with the school district’s superintendent, the policy changed to meet
the demand for greater diversity.62 The new quota consisted of three Anglo and three Mexican
cheerleaders. This victory was short-lived, however, as the superintendent found himself caught
between Mexican students and Anglo parents, who felt the superintendent had “caved in” to
Mexican demands. The Anglo-majority school board then decided to nullify the superintendent’s
decision, reverting to the one Mexican cheerleader policy once more. The board further
stipulated that any student threating to protest or walk out would be expelled without hesitation.
Anglos clearly undermined Mexican representation in school extracurricular activities, and with
their firm grip on the school board and administration, they were not expecting any type of
retaliation.63
Fighting discrimination on the cheerleading squad helped Mexicans realize how
underrepresented they were, not only in school extracurricular activities, but across the school
curriculum and environment as well. Frustrated, Mexican students took their demands to the
school board. These included bilingual and bicultural education at the elementary and middle
school levels, inclusion of Mexican-American studies in the curriculum to showcase Mexicans’
contributions, the hiring of more Mexican teachers, and more participation in extracurricular
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activities.64 However, the school board ignored the Mexican students who attended the monthly
school board meetings, refusing to acknowledge them or allow them to speak since they were
“not on the agenda.”65 Board members advised students to bring their parents, offering to talk
with them instead. But when students brought their parents with them to discuss matters with the
board, board members dismissed them, too.66 Having exhausted the official channels exhausted,
students advanced to planning a protest.
While Mexicans tried talking to the school board, members of the Mexican American
Youth Organization (MAYO) had been working in the background. Among them were José
Ángel Gutiérrez and his then wife, Luz Gutiérrez. MAYO came to distinguish itself as a
prominent civil rights organization fighting for the rights of Mexicans. MAYO had taken student
leaders Severita Lara, Mario Treviño, and Diana Serna under its wing prior to their formal
protest. MAYO members boasted significant experience in organizing school protests and
walkouts since its founding in 1967. MAYO provided coaching, organizing tactics, and the
feeling of self-determination to the student leaders.
Mexican students had tried every diplomatic method to reason with the school board.
Ultimately, Anglos in Crystal City intended to keep their grip on the ethnic Mexican population.
Under the leadership of Lara, Treviño, and Serna, students made history when they walked out of
classes en masse on December 9, 1969. This walkout symbolized the Mexican desire to fight
back, and to fight for their rights as students, citizens, and human beings. Mexican students
boycotted classes and protested for twenty-nine days, from December 9 until January 7.67
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Although students were fully aware of the threats and subsequent disciplinary actions, they felt
relief when even their parents joined in to support the cause.68 Aside from partaking in the
protests, parents would also bring snacks and drinks for student protestors.
As more students joined the protests each day, more than 1,700 protestors demonstrated
against discrimination, and the movement spread to every school in the district. When the
walkout stretched over Christmas break, MAYO representatives brought Mexican teachers,
administrators, and superintendents from around the state to teach classes for students protesting
and boycotting classes so they would not fall behind on their studies. These teach-ins were held
in churches, local parks, plazas, and even bars. Students finally had the privilege of learning
about their people’s history and contributions, their culture, language, and prior civil rights
struggles. MAYO leaders instructed students and protestors alike to go to every Mexican house
in the barrio to explain the purpose of the protests and the walkout. MAYO also registered voters
as it helped the community mobilize.
Juan Patlán, a MAYO leader from the San Antonio chapter, organized a trip to
Washington D.C. for Severita Lara, Mario Treviño, and Diana Serna upon hearing of their
protests in Crystal City.69 They met with Senators Ralph W. Yarborough and Edward Kennedy,
as well as Representative George H.W Bush. The three student activists expressed their
frustrations and experiences in Crystal City. Impressed with their self-determination, the senators
promised they would launch a federal investigation into the district and school board. They were
perplexed as to why the school board refused to acknowledge the students’ demands.
Subsequently, the three student leaders returned home as heroes.
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A two-person mediating team from the U.S. Department of Justice soon arrived at Crystal
City.70 They oversaw the negotiation of demands made by Mexican students. Members of the
school board, along with five Mexican parents and students, sat down with the two mediators for
three extensive sessions in which they all reached a compromise.71 This compromise gave
students much of what they had from the school board prior to the walkout. This was a hardfought victory for the Mexican population in Crystal City. With the school board humiliated,
leadership experience from the walkout, and their brief association with MAYO, Lara, Treviño,
and Serna felt they needed to do more. They inquired about the possibilities of creating a new
political party to ensure the preservation of justice in Crystal City.72
A Glimmer of Hope
The walkout’s victory resonated in Crystal City. With momentum riding high, students
and Mexican residents held a town hall meeting to discuss the creation of the RUP, a Chicano
party that would seek local office to ensure control of the city, the school board, and the county.
Student leaders figured the safest way to build off their hard-fought victory after the walkout
would be to enforce it themselves. Inspired by the “first revolt” of 1963, when Mexicans initially
stripped Anglos of their political control, Lara, Treviño, and Serna committed themselves to
repeating that victory. However, all three student leaders were too young to run for office.73 They
quickly mobilized candidates who would run under the RUP ticket in local elections. La Raza
Unida, as the party was officially known, also adopted a new identity for their constituents and a
political Chicano ideology. It was riding a wave of Chicano nationalism that had been sweeping
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Ignacio M. Garciá, United We Win: The Rise and Fall of La Raza Unida Party, (Tucson: University of Arizona,
1989), 48.
71
Ibid., 49.
72
Gutiérrez, We Won't Back Down, 65.
73
Ibid., 72.

32

the American Southwest since the early 1960s, leading the activists to embrace the Chicano
identity as central to their political project.
Chicanismo, a unique syncretic blend of American and Mexican culture, became the
ideology that fought to secure civil and political rights for Mexican-Americans in the United
States, or “Chicanos,” as they were now known. The RUP proudly defined itself as a Chicano
organization. It set its goals as improving the social, economic, and political standing of
Chicanos in Texas. In Crystal City, the RUP wanted to control the school board and reform the
education system. Their plans called for bilingual education starting in lower elementary grades,
since the RUP believed Chicanos had a cultural right to learn in their ancestral language.
Furthermore, RUP leaders planned curricular reforms throughout the middle and high schools to
require the teaching of Chicano history and contributions to the country. Chicanos had grown up
consuming the dominant historical and cultural knowledge that portrayed them as the enemy, a
negative stigma the RUP vowed to change. The party also prioritized ending discrimination both
inside and outside the schools. Anglo control had made Chicanos submissive for most of Crystal
City’s history because it was risky to challenge the established order. An abused population,
Chicanos were determined to achieve self-determination through their political ambitions.
In the first real test for the RUP, the 1971 elections, the party saw itself competing with
two other political organizations, Better Government (BG) and Citizens Association Serving All
Americans (CASAA), for both city council and school board seats.74 These two other
organizations consisted of Anglo and middle-class Mexican American (not Chicano) citizen
coalitions who shared a mutual hatred for the RUP. The elections were important to all three
organizations because complete control of both city council and the school board were on the
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line. Amid these high stakes, negative campaigning and political attacks abounded. For instance,
BG labeled the RUP as incompetent and corrupt. The RUP hit back by stating that Mexicans in
BG were nothing more than puppets for the Anglo, sellouts and coconuts--brown on the outside
and white on the inside. RUP members and supporters were optimistic. They held public rallies
to mobilize the community and instill confidence, empowerment, and feelings of self-worth.
Voters went to the polls on Saturday, April 3 to vote for the school board. The RUP
candidates, Eddie Treviño and Rudy Palomo, won their seats in a landslide, garnering 1,688 and
1,657 votes, respectively. This victory officially gave the RUP a school board majority of 5-2.
Three days later on April 6, RUP successes kept on coming. Another party victory came when
they won all three city council seats by an impressive 2-1 margin. RUP candidates Frank
Benavides, José Talamántez, and Roberto Gámez won with a combined total of 4,897 votes. BG
candidates mustered a mere 2,692 votes, while other candidates only secured a few dozen
votes.75 The RUP had demonstrated their organizational clout and political sophistication,
sending a powerful message to their rivals. The RUP had political control of both city council
and the school board, giving Chicanos complete control over the city for the first time in its
history.
Other towns in Texas, such as Carrizo Springs and Cotulla, also experienced RUP
victories by electing the first ever Chicano officials. In 1972, the RUP officially went statewide
by launching Ramsey Muñiz as their gubernatorial candidate. Many considered this next step to
be overly ambitious, but with political momentum riding high, anything seemed possible.
Although Muñiz lost his campaign, the race for state governor put the RUP on the map. RUP
influence and support quickly spread throughout Chicano-heavy areas around Texas. It seemed
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that a third-party alternative had finally become a practical choice for a disenfranchised
population.
Image and Perceptions
The party first established itself around four South Texas counties: Zavala, La Salle,
Hidalgo, and Dimmit, all predominantly Chicano and rooting the party in a strong Chicano
identity. However, contrary to the party’s name as well as popular belief, the RUP appealed
beyond Chicano interests. The party often regarded both the Republican and Democratic parties
as ineffective. As a third party, the RUP became the clear alternative to those disillusioned with
politics. Their efforts catered to the common people, the poor, and “all groups who have been
denied the opportunity to develop to the utmost of their ability.” These included voiceless
Anglos, Blacks, women, poor people, and of course, Chicanos. The RUP strove to help people
change the things that controlled the main aspects of their life, such as schools, courts,
employment, and government issues. All these issues, according to the party, were shared among
their potential coalition of constituents.
Several of the party’s critics during its tenure argued that the RUP sought to only
represent Chicanos, claiming the party should change its name if it was as inclusive as it
claimed.76 Although catering to a diverse group of constituents, there were several reasons why
the party stuck with “Raza Unida” as a name. The name reflected the party’s primary base of
support, the Chicano population. They appealed to a Chicano base for organizing purposes, then
proceeded to branch out from there. The party also claimed that its name showcased a desire to
be different from other political parties. In a country with a two-party system in which, according
to the RUP, neither Democrats nor Republicans did anything to help Chicanos, they did not want
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to fall under the label of just another political party. Raza Unida, the “United People/Race,”
appealed to voters from the beginning. Having a Spanish name for their political party
demonstrated the RUP’s acceptance of all people, no matter the differences.77 Acceptance of
diverse ethnic groups at the political level was rare to see in an era where political, social, and
racial division ran rampant. Even if the name did not specifically cater to voiceless Anglos and
Blacks, party leaders believed the name expressed a common struggle.
Critics of the RUP also focused on their Chicano ideology and label, as well as their
organizing tactics. One of their harshest critics during the mid-1970s, was Abraham “Chick”
Kazen, a Laredo native and congressman for Texas’ 23rd congressional district from 1966-1985.
In a 1976 editorial, Kazen and Noe González, first Chicano superintendent of Crystal City I.S.D,
both presented their perspectives on the party and the RUP image. Kazen explicitly stated that he
had problems with both Raza Unida’s politics and some of its leaders, though not party members
as individuals.78 He particularly disliked José Ángel Gutiérrez’s desire to “Cubanize” Zavala
County, a reaction to Gutiérrez’s support for more socialist policies in Crystal City after he
returned from a trip to Cuba.79 Kazen stated that socialism was a foreign ideology to Americans;
one in which the government subdued people by making them dependent on the state for
existence, making them “slaves of the state” in the process.80 Moreover, he stated that
“Socialism” is just the polite term for Communism, and he added that the capitalist system of the
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United States made the country “one of the finest on earth,” further fueling his criticisms of the
Raza Unida’s Chicano ideology.81
Furthermore, Kazen criticized Raza Unida’s recruitment methods. According to him, the
party was guilty of enacting practices that the RUP had criticized the “gringo” for using. These
included intimidation to force individuals to think and abide by Chicano ideology, such as firing
and threatening dissidents. Kazen also argued the RUP did not really set out to represent
Mexican-Americans (Chicanos), but rather Raza Unida members only. He supported his claims
by stating that “A lot of Mexican-Americans in Zavala County are being harassed because they
don’t belong to the Raza Unida.” Kazen claimed that a young man from La Pryor, a small town
in Zavala County, once earned admittance to West Point. This man and his family then suffered
harassment from the RUP upon finding out that they were not members. The town sheriff
(presumably a Raza Unida member) picked a fight with the young man and proceeded to arrest
him. This jeopardized his admittance to West Point until Kazen himself stepped in to clear his
name.82
By contrast, Ángel Noe González, the Crystal City school’s superintendent refuted
Kazen’s arguments about the RUP in the same editorial. He believed that Raza Unida was open
to anyone seeking an alternative to the political status quo. Complacency among minority groups
was common, especially when they were stuck between two major parties who never cared for
their best interests. To the accusations of Communist sympathies, González responded by
reasoning that what Gutiérrez meant by “Cubanizing” Zavala County was introducing awareness
programs, improving the literacy rate, and instituting educational programs for citizens. These
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“socialist” aspects had not been addressed under prior, pre-Raza Unida governments at the city
and county levels. This was why the RUP had successfully chosen an alternative model to
pursue them. Moreover, González claimed that their so called “Communist” party had been
elected into office by most of its constituents using the existing American democratic system
Kazen admired so much.
González also claimed that RUP had transformed citizens’ feelings of self-worth. He felt
different whenever he went to Crystal City and Zavala County under RUP rule. The party acted
as a shield for Chicanos when it came to discrimination and oppression. The Chicano population
had experienced a moment of peace for the first time in a long time. For the younger generation,
it was the first time in their lives. González claimed that this “difference” came down to the
simple happiness he felt when going back to Crystal City. Discrimination had long dehumanized
Chicanos, making them feel vastly inferior to Anglos.83 The RUP gave Chicanos a comfort in the
present they had so longed for, while instilling hope for a brighter future. Despite the successes
in the first half of the 1970s, the RUP would soon face internal and external obstacles in the
remaining course of their political ambitions.
Downfall and R.I.P, RUP
The RUP experienced its first wave of difficulties around 1975. The party failed to follow
through with its planned appeal to the rural vote around Texas, and its Chicano ideology
remained stagnant and limited in its appeal. Although a select number of Raza Unida chapters
consolidated power and showed signs of organizational progress, the party failed to make any
significant advances. This same year, RUP member Flores Anaya was indicted on drug charges.
Although Anaya denied his guilt, drug scandals continued to taint the Raza Unida image,
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especially after Amaya was convicted and jailed. Despite many RUP members believing in
Anaya’s innocence, they were not surprised that party members were accused of drug use or
distribution, since a sizable minority of the party engaged in casual drug use. The year 1975,
however, proved to be only the beginning of the RUP’s difficulties.
Anaya was not a high-profile member of the Raza Unida, so his case was quickly
forgotten upon the indictment of a more popular member of the party. Ramsey Muñiz, the
party’s two-time gubernatorial nominee for Texas, was arrested on July 31, 1976. Eleven charges
were brought against him, including possession of marijuana with intent to distribute and
conspiring to commit a felony with the use of a telephone. According to official statements,
Muñiz had begun his illegal activities a year prior to his arrest, which included smuggling
marijuana to Alabama from Mexico. The response by other Raza Unida members and the
Chicano community as a whole was harsh. They felt betrayed, since these allegations further
tarnished Raza Unida image and credibility. These two cases made it seem as if Raza Unida
members were shameless, pot-smoking individuals who constantly found themselves in trouble
with the law.84
Few members of the party believed Muñiz, like Amaya, had been framed. Most
members simply ignored the rumors of Muñiz in his involvement with drugs, hoping he would
not get caught.85 In November Muñiz was indicted on four counts by a San Antonio grand jury
for similar activities earlier in the year. To make matters worse, Muñiz failed to appear at his
court date in Corpus Christi, with rumors circulating that he fled to Mexico.86 This was another
political blow to the RUP. Its credibility was slowly diminishing at the hands of the same person

84
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who once inspired Chicano hopes of a statewide Raza Unida takeover. Muñiz was captured in
Reynosa, Tamaulipas, Mexico, and was extradited to a San Antonio jail. Even his most devoted
supporters were now alienated from the cause. Fundraising and emotional support were hard to
muster since nobody wanted to be associated with a criminal. The final nail in Muñiz’s political
coffin came on February 2, 1977 when he pleaded guilty to one of the four counts given by the
San Antonio jury and received a sentence of fifteen years in prison.87 The Ramsey Muñiz that
individuals knew, supported, and loved was now forgotten.
Faced with political difficulties, low morale, internal troubles, and scandal, Raza Unida
activism slowed to a standstill around the state. In Crystal City, however, quite the opposite
occurred. Gutiérrez’s strong ego and personality created many enemies, even within the RUP.
Guadalupe Cortinas, a brilliant leader of the party, quickly rivaled Gutiérrez as a major RUP
influencer.88 As Navarro states, “The struggle between the two leaders was not so much one
predicated on ideological or strategic differences. It was based, essentially, on clashing
personalities and egos.”89 Gutierristas, a name coined for those loyal followers of José Ángel,
shared the struggle with their de-facto leader for control of Crystal City’s politics.
Crystal City politics had now descended into division, betrayal, and self-interest.
Different individuals proclaimed their allegiances, only to betray them at their first opportunity
to wield power. The anti-Gutierristas, led by Cortinas, secretly plotted with Anglo Democrats to
strip power away from Gutiérrez and his followers in the upcoming 1976 elections. Their efforts
proved worthwhile, and the anti-Gutierrista faction swept school board elections in 1976.90
Adding insult to injury, a Mexican-American Democrat running on behalf of the Anglos and the
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Garciá, United We Win, 200-201.
Navarro, The Cristal Experiment, 183.
89
Ibid., 184.
90
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anti-Gutierristas easily defeated the RUP candidate for the position of county sheriff by a vote of
2081 to 1431. Gutiérrez and his followers were witnessing their political demise. Even though
the RUP (non-Gutiérrez faction) swept school board elections, it was by now a shadow of the
united and prosperous party that had represented the Chicano population in Crystal City a few
years prior.
Despite the troubles, the RUP still ran a gubernatorial candidate in the 1978 race. The
party nominated Mario Compeán, a founder of both MAYO and the RUP. Because of his early
activism and consistent ideology, Compeán was seen as the “first and real” candidate of the
RUP. He never thought of catering to the more leftist faction of the party or to the middle class
as the party attempted to do with Ramsey Muñiz. Instead, his personal philosophy rested on
putting his raza (people) first. The campaign faced an abundance of obstacles heading toward
Election Day. Ideological and class divisions had profoundly damaged the RUP and alienated
most of its supporters. Drug scandals and personality conflicts hampered its public image. As the
returns were tallied, the RUP was humbled and shocked. Instead of reviving their fortunes, the
opposite occurred. Compeán mustered just 15,000 votes, less than 2% of votes cast. In reference
to their poor showing in the gubernatorial campaign, Ignacio García writes, “the party lost its
ballot status and the state funds for its primary. More important, the dismal showing eliminated
the party as an alternative to the Republicans and Democrats.”91 Not only did the RUP loss help
give the election to the Republican Party by splitting the Democratic vote, but this heavy
political defeat also signaled the decline of the party as the state and nation more broadly moved
away from the civil rights agenda. The RUP sputtered heading into 1980, barely holding on to a
political lifeline.
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CHAPTER IV
POETIC JUSTICE
Although the RUP strove to improve the lives of Chicanos during its tenure, the party’s
Chicano ideology and policies indirectly resulted in negative consequences for Crystal City after
its downfall in 1980. Internal divisions, legal troubles, and ideological stagnation all culminated
in the eventual demise of the party. Additionally, the broader Chicano movement had lost its
political prowess in the state. Chicano activists suffered from low morale as they lost momentum
heading into the 1980s. Dreams of a mass political takeover evaporated. A consequence of the
faltering Chicano movement was also the loss of the “Chicano” label. Although the term
continues to be used in the United States today, especially by politically mobilized MexicanAmericans, it is no longer the common term for Mexican Americans as it was during the Civil
Rights Era of the 1960s and 1970s.
As the Chicano movement slowly deteriorated nationally, and locally in Crystal City, a
competing identity soon replaced Chicanismo for ethnic Mexicans in the United States. By the
1980s, “Hispanic/Latino” emerged as the new demographic category that included ethnic
Mexicans. The Hispanic identity entered the mainstream as a consequence of the declining civil
rights movement and the “Chicano” label. Though the Republican Party made efforts to attract
Hispanic voters, the Democratic Party absorbed most of this bloc of voters as the party embraced
its civil rights agenda and heritage from the 1960s. Muñoz explains the origin of the term in the
following way:
The term Hispanic originated in the corridors of the federal bureaucracy and in
the offices of the four Mexican American and one Puerto Rican member of Congress
after the decline of the Chicano Movement. For bureaucrats it was a convenient term to
apply to all Spanish-speaking people in the United States, especially in the context of
health, education, and welfare programs. For the politicians, it was a convenient label
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with which to promote a coalition politics among their constituencies that would enable
them to form an influential caucus in Congress. The Hispanic Caucus was subsequently
the result of this effort.92

The RUP practically vanished from the South Texas political map at the start of the
1980s. Compeán’s humiliating showing in the gubernatorial election was the final straw for
many members. With no significant political gains, and especially after Compeán’s loss, the
RUP faced an uphill battle for political survival. Most members of the RUP in Crystal City left
for greener pastures after the end of the party’s hegemony. José Ángel Gutiérrez managed to
hold his position as county judge until 1982, making him one of the last RUP officeholders.93
Although the RUP strove to inspire and instill a sense of self-determination for its constituents,
its Chicano ideology did not age well after the demise of the party. The RUP’s policies aided
Chicanos in combating the social and political status quo during its tenure; however, its policies
also resulted in unforeseen consequences for Crystal City in the subsequent years. This shift can
even be found among one-time supporters who changed their opinion of the RUP following its
demise. Examining how the RUP became a double-edged sword for the city it sought to improve
requires understanding the political, economic, and social changes of Crystal City after the fall of
the RUP.
Political Change
After a string of RUP successes in the 1970s, optimism ran high for Chicanos in the city
as Crystal City politics changed drastically. Chicanos enjoyed several benefits while the RUP
was in power. For instance, they held consistent political power for the first time since the city
was founded. RUP representation was found in Crystal City’s school board and city council, as
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well as in Zavala County politics. Political Change in Crystal City in the 1980s, however,
presented new challenges for its Hispanic population. After the fall of the RUP, the Democratic
Party quickly filled the political void, despite the RUP having labeled the Democrats ineffective
and corrupt.94 Despite strong opposition to it during the 1970s, the Democratic Party easily
turned Crystal City into a stronghold after the collapse of the RUP. Members of the antiGutierrista faction facilitated this transition of power was facilitated by collaborating with the
Democrats in the late 1970s.
The Democratic Party had declined precipitously in Crystal City between 1970-1975, the
period before the RUP began to stumble. After 1975, however, the Democratic Party retook
political ground in Crystal City at the expense of RUP division and in-fighting. Anglos ran
Hispanic candidates through the Democratic ticket with help from the anti-Gutierrista faction
when its rival Gutierristas were still in power after 1976, slowly gaining acceptance from the
Hispanic population.95 Furthermore, voting Democrat, especially with the ideological shift of
political parties in the 1970s, became a practical choice for a Hispanic majority city like Crystal
City. The Democratic Party absorbed many of the civil rights era blocs of voters, including
Chicanos. Their social issues became part of the national Democratic Party platform, and
Hispanics found representation in the party’s coalition. As Crystal City voters returned to the
Democratic Party fold, they found a party platform embracing the civil rights agenda and
politicians willing to take up Hispanic issues.96 Disaffected RUP members worked with the
Democratic Party, a party they had loathed as part of their political agenda in the early 1970s, to
help it reclaim power in the 1980s as the alternative to the local Gutierrista faction of the RUP.
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Furthermore, as the RUP declined, members found their reputations tarnished and their
employment prospects slim in Crystal City. Former members were often blacklisted from jobs
both in and outside government.97 Belonging to the defunct RUP became a taboo around the city.
Former member and walkout leader Severita Lara became a prime example of the hostility
presented to ex-RUP members. Lara and her husband Ezequiel had promised not to get involved
in politics upon returning to Crystal City in 1984. She was aware that entering politics once more
would jeopardize her and her husbands’ chances of seeking employment. Lara soon applied to be
a teacher for Crystal City Independent School District (ISD). Despite meeting requirements to be
a teacher, the school board repeatedly blocked her hiring due to her past politics and affiliations.
Lara, upon discovering that substitute teachers were working despite not being qualified, retained
lawyer Jesse Gámez to aid her. After a lengthy inquiry and a few calls to the school board by
Gámez, Lara was finally hired, becoming a teacher at Benito Juarez Elementary School.
However, school board members, still wary of Lara’s political past, harassed her excessively.
The school administration over-observed her, monitoring her every move and searching for any
excuse to fire her. She was suspected of teaching children to be “rabble rousers” by spreading
pro-Chicano propaganda. Lara endured constant harassment for the year she taught elementary
school, and it so depressed her that she wanted to quit. She moved on to teach at Crystal City
High School, where she remained a number of years.98
Soon, however, Lara tried her luck in local politics, running for county judge in 1986.
She was displeased with the lack of opportunities for La Raza (Hispanics) in Crystal City and felt
she could make a change. Her popularity and history undoubtedly gave her an edge among
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Hispanic voters. Lara initially came in second in the primary election, trailing incumbent judge
Ron Carr, an Anglo politician who succeeded José Ángel Gutiérrez for county judge in 1982.
Since Carr failed to secure 51% of the vote, Lara qualified for a runoff election. Both candidates
ran as Democrats. When Lara proved to be a tough political opponent, an unnamed Anglo man,
presumably from Carr’s campaign team, offered her $50,000 dollars to withdraw from the race.99
Lara rejected the offer, eventually winning the runoff election by one vote. Her victory was
short-lived, however. Carr’s team challenged the results, to be sorted out by a recount committee,
the members of which Carr selected himself. The committee handed the election to Carr, with
two of Lara’s votes deemed “invalid.”100 Although it remains unclear, we can infer that Carr’s
capacity as incumbent judge gave him the power to cherry-pick the recount committee. This
sequence of events, however, was only revealed after the election, when many members of the
recount committee confessed to Lara they had been bribed.
Lara appealed the committee’s decision soon thereafter, only to be faced by two major
obstacles: 1) The appeals process was expensive, and she was already in debt from the campaign;
and 2) the Anglo judge who was scheduled to hear the appeal antagonized Lara from the
beginning, stating he “didn’t wanna (sic) hear it.”101 This was the world of politics in Crystal
City and Zavala County after the fall of the RUP.
Economic Change
The local Crystal City economy also changed drastically as an unintended consequence
of the RUP’s policies and Chicano ideology. Crystal City originally boomed as the farm labor
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economy intensified. By the 1920s and 1930s, the farming business employed most Hispanics in
the city, regardless of nationality. Anglos were the owners and main contractors of Mexican farm
labor, placing them at the helm of Crystal City’s economic hierarchy. Chicanos’ more leftleaning economic principles were considered an “outsider” ideology to Anglos in the city,
making the RUP a threat to Anglo free-market economic interests. Economic friction between
Anglos and Chicanos intensified after RUP member José Ángel Gutiérrez went to Cuba in 1975
at Fidel Castro’s personal invitation.102 Gutiérrez complimented various aspects of the
Communist regime, especially the party organization that pulled Cubans out of poverty.103
Subsequently, Gutiérrez proposed more socialist-leaning programs for Crystal City, such as
buying 1000 acres for a communal farm, a savings and loan firm, and an import-export business.
These proposals were staunchly disapproved by Gutiérrez’s opponents, including local business
owners, as well as Democratic and Republican politicians, who accused Gutiérrez of wanting to
convert Zavala County into a “little Cuba.”104 Much to the RUP’s dismay, a trip to Cuba proved
costly for the party in its economic ambitions.
The RUP inadvertently discouraged private business and industry in Crystal City in
different ways.105 In a period of national stagflation, sustaining any type of business was difficult
enough. Local employers usually sought or demanded incentives to stay afloat. The RUP,
however, did not cater to employers, making Crystal City even less competitive for business.
Local employers noted that in 1972, 25% percent of local businesses closed. Other owners cited
the loss of seventeen businesses from Crystal City between 1971 and 1972, as RUP rule
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consolidated.106 The Crystal City business community claimed that the RUP “discouraged”
businesses, which came through the party’s increased school and city taxes, coupled with lack of
tax relief measures for local business.107 Lastly, many Anglo employers from outside Crystal
City were keen on avoiding Crystal City due to “political division and unrest.”108
Moreover, conflict between the RUP and the city’s natural gas supplier in the 1970s, LoVaca Gathering Co., further alienated business owners. The RUP-controlled city council refused
to pay Lo-Vaca Company the increased rates for natural gas that it sought. As a result, Lo-Vaca
shut down its services and left Crystal City without a natural gas supply, forcing citizens to rely
on propane tanks, a situation that endures to this day.109 This conflict further perpetuated the
notion that the RUP was not friendly to business. The RUP also voiced their support for Los
Obreros Unidos, a local labor union that negotiated on behalf of workers at the Del Monte
Spinach Plant in Crystal City.110 The broader American business community turned more hostile
to unions in the 1970s in a bid to cut costs during the challenging economic period. By openly
supporting a labor union, the RUP further alienated investors, accelerating the capital flight from
Crystal City.
Racial animosity between Mexicans and Anglos continued to color the struggle over
economic policies. It seemed that by disallowing Anglo business to continue in Crystal City, the
RUP had exacted their revenge on those who oppressed them for the majority of the century.
Together with racial and political tensions, RUP economic policies provided another incentive
for Anglos to leave Crystal City and take their businesses with them. Unfortunately,
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discouraging industry and business would become a decision that would haunt the city after the
RUP demise and up until the 21st century.
Figure 4. Del Monte
Plant in Crystal City,
Texas. (Photo by
author).

By the mid-1980s, local residents already began to view the RUP legacy in a negative
light. Most Hispanic children in the 1980s grew up with the notion that the RUP doomed the
city. Their parents often told them that the RUP simply showed up, changed everything for the
worse, then left, abandoning their constituents and breaking their promises. Citizens blamed the
RUP as the main reason that Anglos left, taking their businesses with them and ruining the
Crystal City economy.111
Today, Crystal City has no commercial district. Inspecting the city firsthand reveals that
local businesses, including convenience stores, restaurants, and other ventures, are almost nonexistent. The only establishments are popular food chains such as Dairy Queen, Pizza Hut, and
Churches, with H-E-B being the main stop for groceries. The town’s main street is Zavala
Boulevard. One can tell that at one point it used to boom with a diverse number of businesses.
All that remains, however, are closed stores, vacant lots, and derelict buildings. The party’s
unintended consequence was its failure to successfully attract and encourage the growth of local
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business after the Anglo exodus. Starting non-Anglo owned businesses was also difficult because
most Chicanos lacked the financial capacities to fund new ventures, thus Crystal City lacks them
today.
Furthermore, the lack of economic opportunity has led many residents to leave in search
of better opportunities after they finish school. As a small town, employment options are limited.
No economic district, few local businesses, and scarce economic activity has been the reality for
Crystal City since the post-RUP days began. Moreover, Crystal City residents have complained
about the high tax rates in the years following the demise of the RUP. In a 1996 interview,
Severita Lara claimed that the city often tries to “bleed the people” of their money through high
taxes, since other sources of revenue are non-existent.112 Crystal City shows no sign of economic
progress today. The RUP, although ambitious during its tenure, has affected the city negatively
in this economic regard. Most of the businesses that left in the 1970s never made their return to
the city, leaving the town in permanent distress.
Social Change
Social change is perhaps the most positive aspect of the RUP’s tenure in Crystal City. As
a result of the party’s consolidation of power, it acted as a shield against Chicano discrimination
in the 1970s. Anglos in Crystal City constructed many racial barriers for Hispanics since the
town’s founding in 1907. Hispanics were treated as second class citizens, constantly victimized
by unpunished Anglo violence and segregation practices. Stopping Anglo discrimination,
however, did not occur with anti-racist legislation, or strict condemnation of Anglo practices, but
purely by default. Most Anglos left the city after 1970, making the city much more
overwhelmingly Chicano than it already was. In 1969, 15% of Crystal City’s population was
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Anglo; by 1980, their share of the population had declined to 5.3%.113 The remaining Anglo
individuals who in Crystal City were either tolerant of the Hispanic community or simply kept to
themselves, segregated to particular parts of town and enrolling their children in private
schools.114 As the RUP dismantled institutional racism, the Anglo exodus unintentionally
reduced opportunities for discrimination as the city became increasingly Chicano. Chicanos
finally enjoyed the “luxury” of equitable treatment in their own backyard. They exercised their
maximum potential as citizens and human beings without fear of Anglo retaliation.
Schools were one of the main sites of discriminatory practices, and because of this, the
RUP worked to drastically change the local education system, too. For instance, education
became more inclusive, with ample representation across school curriculum and extracurricular
activities. For the first time since its establishment, Crystal City High School provided Chicanos
with fair treatment, mirroring the changes beyond the classroom. The party set about reforming
education in various ways. Members of the RUP felt it was appropriate, and necessary, for
Chicanos in the city to learn about their own people’s contribution to history, their culture,
language, etc. The party also made adequate funding for the school district a priority for it’s the
majority-Chicano population. It sought more funding from the state office of education under
Title IV, seeking to fund a program alleviating the effects of minority group isolation. The party
also received grants through private philanthropic bodies such as the Carnegie Foundation.115
Although the RUP improved Crystal City’s social setting for Chicanos in the 1970s, its
policies proved to be costly during the post-RUP days. The social aspect most negatively
affected by RUP policy after its downfall was education. The quality of Crystal City ISD
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education regressed once the RUP began implementing its reforms. The effects, however, were
not seen until the 1980s and beyond. Overly ambitious, educational reforms in Crystal City fared
better in theory than they did in practice, especially in its bilingual education reform and school
organizational structure.
Teachers lacked adequate training and materials for bilingual education to be fully
successful. There were few textbooks and instructional materials to offer classes such as
government and history in Spanish, as Chicano school administrators required, and many parents
doubted the utility of bilingual education in the first place.116 A number of teachers entrusted
with the responsibility of teaching dual-language courses were not qualified to do so, defeating
the original purpose of an effective dual-language program. The RUP’s goal was to empower
Chicanos by giving students the right to learn in their ancestral language. However, learning in
Spanish was not seen as crucial to some Chicanos in the 1970s and Hispanics in the 1980s and
1990s. Bilingual education reform was met with opposition since the beginning of its
implementation in 1973. Over 600 parents protested at Crystal City High School’s auditorium,
declaring their children were not learning how to speak English well enough.117 In the 1980s and
beyond, much of the criticism surrounding bilingual reform echoed that of the 1970s. True, a
number of parents enrolled their children in the dual-language program, since they saw it as
beneficial for their children to know both languages. However, the other half of the community
saw bilingual education as “being forced” on their children. Most Hispanic children in the city
did not learn English until grade school, so parents saw English fluency and literacy as an
imperative task. They wanted their children to focus on the English language, since they would
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have to compete with Anglos after graduation for college admission slots and jobs. Teaching
their children fluent English remained a top priority for parents in Crystal City, and they felt their
desires were thwarted by ineffective bilingual reforms.
Secondly, the RUP radically changed the organizational structure of the school district,
failing to build on the educational structure left behind by the Anglo administration. This system,
although racist and catering specifically for Anglos, was seen as organized and effective by a
number of Chicano teachers who had graduated from Crystal City High School prior to the RUP
takeover. Anglos had refined their educational system continuously in Crystal City, over time
organizing an effective, if discriminatory, curriculum. The limited number of Mexicans who fit
and were able to survive in this Anglo education system turned out to be prime examples of it,
going off to college and becoming professionals thereafter. The RUP, however, had a new vision
for Crystal City’s education system. They scrapped the existing system for a new one often
regarded as a “loose structure.”118 In the 1990s, this loose education structure became more
bureaucratic than ever. Dale Barker, a Crystal City journalist in the 1990s, describes Crystal
City’s schools as “bad” and as nothing more than “employment offices” that have continued
growing in bureaucracy.119 In the 1991-1992 school year, high school freshmen in Crystal City
scored below state standard in all four areas of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills state
assessment.120 From 1995-2002, Crystal City ISD received “Academically Acceptable” ratings
from the Texas Education Agency accountability system.121 Despite the name, it is the second
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lowest-ranking prior to changes in the accountability system in 2017. For the 2017-2018 school
year, Crystal City ISD received an accountability rating of “C.”122
Radical changes were implemented by the RUP at a fast pace with little to no idea of how
to handle school structure or curricular reforms. There was no transitional phase, and
consequently, no practical way to see if these educational programs were going to work. Had the
RUP built off the existing Anglo education system, students of Crystal City might have enjoyed
a higher quality education. For all its flaws, the Anglo education system worked wonders for the
few Mexican token star students it boasted. A modified version of this same system might have
enabled every Hispanic child in Crystal City to get a high-quality education now that
discriminatory barriers were lowered.
The RUP acted in the best interests of their constituents. Radical changes in Crystal
City’s political, social, and economic lines seemed like a plausible choice at the time, given the
civil rights movement and the trends that followed. However, many problems sprouted from
RUP policies, problems that could not be fixed before the demise of the party. By the end of the
1970s, the RUP was playing a game with no gameplan. Policies and decisions were either hit or
miss, with many consequences not showing up until the 1980s. It was only then that the RUP
would endure a legacy of significant accomplishments mixed with criticism. Some commended
their efforts and intentions, while others believed that their policies were underdeveloped with no
concrete goal or were simply a costly trial-and-error.
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CHAPTER V
PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

Conclusion
The RUP undoubtedly made its mark in local and state politics. In a country with an
ingrained two-party system, the RUP fared better than most third-party alternatives. It managed
to win at the local level in many South Texas towns such as Carrizo Springs, Cotulla, and Crystal
City. Moreover, it ran a candidate for the Texas gubernatorial position on three different
occasions, showcasing the support the party managed to garner over such a short period. Crystal
City remains the best example of third-party rule in Texas in the twentieth century. For over a
decade, the RUP managed to control the school board, city council, and county politics. Radical
change occurred, and for a moment the future looked bright for Crystal City. The RUP
addressed, and subsequently improved, issues plaguing Chicanos at the social, economic, and
political levels during its tenure. However, the RUP’s tenure was short-lived, leaving the city
amid transitional change.
The RUP never imagined the city would suffer negatively from its policies. Then again, it
never imagined it would only last for a decade, and it arguably only made significant progress in
the city for half of that tenure. Political, social, and economic trends changed drastically at the
national level as the civil rights era passed. These trends obstructed the goals of the RUP, since
their policies no longer suited the political and social climate of the 1980s and beyond. Plagued
with constant scandals as well as party infighting, the RUP declined into ineffectiveness, which
consequently led to the demise of the RUP. For a party of its nature, a decade-long rule proved to
be a victory in itself.
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Politically, the RUP managed to take control of city council, Zavala County, and the
city’s school board. Complete control of each one of these different political spheres gave the
RUP the opportunity for radical change at a quick pace. They instilled pride in their constituents
and sought to alter the system that kept Chicanos subjugated for the vast majority of its city’s
history. Although harsh critics of the Democratic Party during the first half of the 1970s, it was
the RUP itself that allowed the Democrats to slowly regain political ground in Crystal City.
Certain RUP factions plotted with the Democrats as early as 1976, leaving the stage ready for
them as soon as the RUP fell from favor. As a result, Anglos were able to garner significant
political control in Crystal City after 1979. For ex-RUP members, reality set in when the party
fell out of the political spotlight. Many were not seen with a favorable reputation, making it
difficult for them to find work in the Crystal City area. Many of them simply left. Some
members knew that belonging to the defunct RUP was a taboo, especially after the Democrats
regained control.
The economic legacy of the RUP in Crystal City is, perhaps, the party’s most negative
one. The RUP did not do enough as local businesses left the city during its tenure. Although the
party did not actively confront local business owners with hostility, its policies and the broader
social changes the party engendered did enough to lead to an Anglo exodus, and they took most
of the town’s capital with them. Besides the racial animosity that existed between the RUP and
Anglo business owners, the party drove away local business by failing to offer incentives during
a period of stagflation, openly siding with labor unions, advocating socialist-leaning economic
policies, and stonewalling its natural gas supplier until service was discontinued. By the 1990s,
most Hispanics in Crystal City grew up with the notion that the RUP ruined the city by driving
out the few local businesses the town boasted. To this day, Crystal City’s economy is in a
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shambles. Few signs of progress are seen as the town continues to struggle from economic
distress.
Last but not least, the social aspect is a solid mixture of pros and cons. Thanks to the
RUP and its tenure in the 1970s, Chicanos were finally treated like human beings. As Anglos left
the town, Chicanos were able to move into new roles on sports teams and other school
extracurricular activities, and as, teachers, principals, and other administrators. Moreover,
Chicano history was being taught in schools, a first for Crystal City.

Figure 5. Benito Juarez Middle School in Crystal City. The school was opened in the 1970s, during the Raza Unida
Party's tenure. The school's name is an example of the wave of Chicano nationalism that swept Crystal City during
their decade-long rule. (Photo by author).

Discrimination was greatly reduced, and the situation for Chicanos was improving. However,
despite the progress, Crystal City education was affected negatively by some of these changes in
the 1980s and beyond. The RUP dismantled a discriminatory school system, but a new structure
emphasizing Chicano nationalism and democratic governance failed to replicate even the limited
successes of the system it replaced, which had at the very least, worked well for a few Chicanos
who had gone through it prior to the party’s emergence. The new model advocated Chicano
nationalism through language and history rather than a fully developed and cohesive curriculum.
Despite the loose structure, schools in Crystal City only became more bureaucratic as time
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progressed, with the district today achieving subpar performances in district accountability from
the Texas Education Agency. The strongly advocated bilingual reform by the RUP was not as
crucial as it was made out to be. In the 1980s and 1990s, most Hispanics in Crystal City were
fixated on their children learning English fluently instead, given the post-high school
opportunities presented to them.
Overall, the RUP’s legacy remains favorable, but with significant caveats. Perhaps this
study will aid scholars and non-academics alike in making their own assessment of the RUP and
examining what legacy the party left behind. Of course, we can expect to see differing opinions
of the party, considering Crystal City has rarely improved since the 1970s. Nevertheless, the
RUP left its mark in Crystal City and its history. In an interview I conducted for this study with
playwright Raul Treviño, he discussed the legacy of the RUP as an example for the future of
politics and as a lesson for the future in general. His famous play, Crystal City 1969, inspired by
the famous walkout, also serves as a lesson in the history of civil rights. Treviño’s family lived
through the good, bad, and ugly in Crystal City, inspiring him to write the play. “I think
sometimes in history we don’t only learn from victories, but sometimes the biggest lessons that
we get are from defeat and failure themselves,” said Treviño as we conversed on a very hot
summer day in his home in Dallas. It is unfair to label the RUP as a complete failure, however.
Some of its policies did fail constituents in the years following its tenure, but that does not mean
they were not effective during their prominent decade of the 70s. Perhaps its model and system
may inspire third-party alternatives in the future. The party serves as an example and inspiration
for those seeking political change, as well as the successes and struggles that come with it.
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Gutiérrez José Ángel. The Making of a Chicano Militant: Lessons from Cristal. Wisconsin
Studies in Autobiography. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998, 64.
----- We Won't Back Down: Severita Lara's Rise from Student Leader to Mayor. Hispanic Civil
Rights Series. Houston: Piñata Books, 2005.
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